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Abstract 
Unsatisfactory results among  students at the School of Mathematical Sciences  has become quite a phenomenon. This study aims 
to identify the problem that resulted in an unsatisfactory examination results, which caused the students to achieve low gred point 
average (GPA)  and cumulative gred point average (CGPA)  during Semester 1, Session 2009 – 2010. In order to identify the 
problems, a survey was conducted  and 18 students responded in the study. Factors that were studied are students’ learning 
techniques, attitude, social interaction, interest dan motivation, spiritual aspect and self-confidence. The result of this study 
showed that  most of the students felt  they had tried their best  to achieve good grades, they are concerned with their study and 
they were interested in the courses taken. However, this group of students also admitted that they did not study consistently, 
preferred to study alone, and sometimes easily gave up and felt that they were helpless and could not change the situation.  
Keywords: mathematical sciences; teaching and learning; academic performance; motivation; 
1. Introduction 
The prevalence of unsatisfactory students’ performance has frequently been a major concern to lecturers who 
always expect their students to excel and achieve good results. This issue has been studied by various  researchers to 
better understand the cause and factors that affect students’ academic performances. The Student Development 
Committee (JPP) of School of Mathematical Sciences (PPSM) took the initiative to do a small study to investigate 
the characteristics of these low performing students and also the underlying factors of their poor academic 
performances. These students were identified from the examinations results in Semester 1, Session 2009/2010. The 
students with a low GPA and CGPA of 2.00 and below were selected and were given  questionnaires to complete. 
Many factors that relates to low achievement among students are studied. Among the factors studied are students’ 
learning technique, learning attitude, social interaction, interest and motivation, spiritual aspect and self-confidence.  
Based on the outcomes of this study, the Student Development Committee (JPP) planned to implement a continuous 
improvement  programme to help the students  improve their academic performance.   
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The phenomenon of poor academic performance among students in universities has been the concern of many 
parties especially academicians. There have been a number of studies on students’ performance in universities 
(Ervina & Md Nor 2005; Siti Khadijah 2003; Noor Azina 2009). Ervina and Md Noor (2005) who studied 
Accounting students’ performances in Universiti Malaya, found that the performance of pre-graduate students from 
the Business and Accounting Programme had a close relationship with their academic achievement before they 
enrolled into the university, particularly in Mathematics subject in SPM and Economics in STPM. Their study found 
that a good performance in Mathematics and Economics would help the student’s  understanding  at tertiary level. 
Meanwhile, Siti Khadijah (2003) studied on UiTM students in Shah Alam to identify whether gender factor 
influences students’ achievement. The study found that female student’s performance was better than that of male 
students. Further study by Noor Azina (2009) who studied on Form 2 students’ achievement in Mathematics using 
the data obtained from the Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study or TIMMS (2003) in a study to 
identify Grade-8 (similar to Form 2 in Malaysia) students’ performance in Mathematics and Science involving 46 
countries. Malaysia falls at 10th place while Singapore was first. Using the TIMSS data for Malaysia, she studied the 
importance of students’ background, learning resources, and attitude towards Mathematics learning and its results. 
The study found that sufficient learning resources at home such as books, regular use of computers, and non-Malay 
ethnicity resulted in higher Mathematics results among Malaysian students. Based on the past literature,  a survey 
has been developed for this study. 
2. Methodology 
A survey was developed and questionnaires were administered on 11-15 January, 2010 to all 18 students who 
achieved a low GPA and CGPA of 2.0 and below. The purpose of the study is to investigate the characteristics of 
low performing students and to find the root cause of their low achievements. Below are factors that had been 
identified as affecting the students’ performance and are specifically asked in the questionnaires. 
(a) Learning technique 
(b) Students’ attitude 
(c) Socializing, interest and motivation 
(d) Spiritual aspect 
(e) Self confidence  
Apart from these factors, the students’ needs for training or any skills needed were also solicited. 
3. Results and Discussions 
3.1 Profile of Respondents 
 
A questionnaire of 18 items was answered by these students. Most of them are students from Mathematics (14 
respondents), Statistics (3 respondents) and one student from Mathematical Education programmes (refer to Figure 
1). Most students (66.7% or 12 respondents) are from rural areas and the others are from urban areas (33.3% or 6  
respondents). Nearly all parents of these students are still married and live together. Only one student has parents 
who were separated and another one whom mother had demised. Half of the students come fom a family with one 
source of income, in which majority of the mothers are housewives (10 respondents) and 33% of them having 
working parents (6 respondents), while two respondents did not respond to the quesation.  
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By looking at these students’ financial resources, as shown in Figure 2, it is found that more than half of them 
received an education loan from the National Higher Eduation Fund Corporation (PTPTN), which represents 55.6% 
or 10 respondents, while the rest received financial supports from the Public Service Department (JPA) (3 
respondents), family (3 respondents), and the IPTA special scholarship and State’s Foundation, one respondent each 
respectfully. Based on Figure 3, 55.6% (10 students) of these students comes from a low-income household of less 
than RM2,000 a month. This means that majority of these students come from low-income families. 
 
 
Figure 2 Students’ financial resources 
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Figure 1 Distribution of students with a low GPA 
Figure 3 Student’s household income 
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3.2 The results 
Statistical analysis was carried out on the level of agreement given by students towards items studied. The level 
is measured using a Likert Scale of 0 (strongly disagree) to 10 (strongly agree). A score of 7 to 10 indicates a high 
level of agreement, a low score of 0 to 3 indicates the lowest level of agreement, while a medium score of 4 to 6  
indicates medium level of agreement. Below are the results from the analysis. 
3.2.1 Learning techniques 
 
For learning techniques factor, the average score of each item is shown in Table 1. The students’ level of 
agreement is on average for most items for this factor. There are three items that received a high degree of 
agreement from the students. These items are studying alone, inconsistent in learning technique and effort in 
achieving excellence. Although they said they study and give the best effort but these efforts was not shown in their 
GPAS/CGPA results. Most likely, the efforts or learning techniques were ineffective. These students might need to 
change or manage their learning strategies and need to acquire training or skills on how to learn effectively so that 
their effort will translate into good results.  
Table 1. Learning techniques   
 
Learning techniques Average score 
Standard 
deviation 
I can manage time  5.22 1.166 
Focus on studies  5.39 1.42 
Studying alone 7.17 0.707 
Study in groups 5.83 1.948 
Effort in achieving excellence  6.50 1.543 
I do not like asking questions  5.83 1.581 
I only depend on lecture notes  5.89 1.844 
I like finding additional sources of reference  5.67 1.847 
I am always ready for examinations  5.44 1.464 
My ways of learning are inconsistent  6.89 1.676 
3.2.2 Students’ attitude 
 
For this factor, it is found that the students did not agree with statements which imply that they do not care about 
their studies, such as “I do not mind if I fail the examination”, “I do not mind if I fail my quizzes or test”, and “ I am 
not good at calculating my GPA and CGPA”.  The students believed they have a positive attitude towards learning 
aspect but their level of agreement is rather low on the item “I never missed my class”. This shows that they do 
missed lectures occasionally which are quite contradictory to the high level of agreement on item “I am very serious 
at achieving excellent grades”.  
Table 2. Students’ attitude 
  
Students’ Attitude  Average score 
Standard 
deviation 
I am really serious in gaining excellent grades  7.56 1.381 
I do not mind if I fail the examination  2.00 1.237 
I do not mind if I fail my quizzes/tests  2.33 1.609 
I  never missed my lectures 5.28 2.866 
I have never missed the tutorials  6.06 3.269 
I am not good at calculating GPA and CGPA  2.89 1.641 
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I always care about my GPA/CGPA each semester  7.67 2.029 
I always consult my mentor when I have academic problems  3.78 1.927 
3.2.3 Social interaction, interest and motivation  
 
In this section, student’s social interactions, interest and motivation are investigated and the results are shown in 
Table 3. Based on the results, students do not have problem in social aspects, isolation from circle of friends or an 
intimate relationship. They also stressed that they do mathematical sciences based on their interest and there is no 
influence from the parents. Furthermore, they are not confused or lost. It is interesting to note that they are 
influenced by their friends and do not understand course materials since the beginning of the semester, with score of 
4.39 and 4.89, respectively. On the other hand, on average, these students said they are very interested in the courses 
they are taking and work hard for their grades.  
 
Table 3. Social interaction, interest and motivation  
Interaction, interest and motivation  
Average 
score 
Standard 
deviation 
I always do group discussions/ team work  5.33 2.086 
I always feel left out by friends  2.78 2.045 
I do not like to socialize  2.61 1.65 
I have problems in love  2.50 1.823 
I am very interested in the course I am taking now  8.44 1.886 
I always try to achieve what I am currently undertaking 7.28 1.364 
I study in the university for the sake of my parents  2.89 2.22 
I have problems in adapting myself to the university environment  3.33 2.401 
I like to follow my friends’ footsteps  4.39 2.279 
I am confused and lost  2.94 1.955 
I failed because I did not understand what has been taught since the 
beginning of the semester  4.89 2.272 
3.2.4 Spiritual factor 
 
The group of students showed a high level of agreement to this factor, as shown in Table 4. Generally, these 
students are healthy spiritually and possess strong religious beliefs, for example they abide to religious teachings 
and believe in God, rewards and effort. They also agree that failure is one of the challenges in life. However, for 
items ‘I easily give up when I failed’ and ‘I am unable to change fate’, they feel that their disagreement is at a 
moderate level. Perhaps, sometimes they feel discourage and demotivated for do not know ways to change their 
current conditions towards a better one.  
 
Table 4. Spiritual Aspect  
Spiritual Factor  
Average 
score 
Standard 
deviation 
Belief in religion gives me the spirit to overcome challenges  8.50 1.65 
I believe in God’s fate  9.17 1.20 
I believe in rewards and effort  9.06 1.16 
I perceive failure to be a challenge in life  9.00 1.43 
I give up easily when I fail  4.44 2.12 
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I could not overcome fate  4.33 1.82 
I abide to religious teachings  7.78 1.63 
3.2.5 Self Confidence Factor  
 
For this factor, as shown in Table 5, it is found that students believed that they have good personal qualities, are 
able to do as best as other people, have respect in themselves, and have purposes in life, but the students say that 
they were not satisfied with their current achievements. 
 
Table 5. Self confidence 
Self confidence Factor  Average score 
Standard 
deviation 
I believe that I possess good qualities  7.28 1.64 
I believe that I can do the best like anybody else  7.67 1.46 
I am always content with my achievements  4.56 1.50 
I am someone who respects myself  7.11 1.64 
I always feel weak in all aspects  5.56 2.06 
I have purposes in life  7.06 1.59 
3.2.6 Necessary training  
 
It is undeniable that this group of students felt that they need guidance in many aspects. However, guidance that 
they perceived as most required is academic and career guidance. Table 6 shows students’ perceptions on the 
training that they need.  
Table 6. Necessary training  needed by the students 
Necessary training  Average score  
Standard 
deviation 
Academic guidance  8.44 1.464 
Career guidance 8.39 1.461 
Time management 7.33 2.169 
Effective communicational skills   7.39 2.033 
Personal development skill  7.22 1.801 
Computer or programming skill (ICT)  7.06 1.984 
4. Conclusion 
Based on this study, it can be concluded that most of these low achieving students agree that they did not study 
consistently and they like to study alone. They moderately agree that they have moments when they give up easily 
when they fail and moderately agree that they are unable and do not know ways to get away from this situation. 
However, these students highly agree that they have put enough effort to strive for good grades, they care for their 
grades and they are very much interested in the courses they take. But, they admit that they are not satisfied with 
their own achievement and strongly agree that they need some academic and career guidance. 
These students have a potential in improving their grades and will be able to achieve higher academic 
performance if they are given the skills to effective learning techniques and personal motivation enhancement. A 
clear career path will help them with a clear direction and hopefully it will increase their personal motivation 
towards achieving their goals.  
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